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The C ity in Modern Chinese Literature and Film :
Configurations of Space, Time, and Gender. By Yingjin
Zhang. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996. xix+390pp.
US$45.00 (hardcover). ISBN: 0-8047-2682-5.
A s Y in g jin Z h a n g s ta te s in th e a fte rw o rd to h is w e H conceived and fascinating book, “the country—around which
have accumulated a series of interrelated concepts of cultural
tradition, national consciousness, ethical codes, and moral
integrity—has always occupied a central position in the mind (or
the unconsciousness) of modern Chinese writers." From the
thirties and forties on, due to the increasing dominance of leftist
ideology, the centrality of the country, constructed or refigured as
the site of a socialist revolution, assumed even greater
prominence, while the primary task of literature became one of
“documenting” that revolution’s successive stages under the
leadership of the Communist Party. The Maoist revolution, after
all, had claimed to be a “peasant-based revolution,” a revolution
presented as being m ainly a m atter of the ^countryside
surrounding (or taking over) the city■” The countryside then was
where everything was supposed to be happening.
What Zhang demonstrates as he invites the reader to turn
from the countryside and explore the city with him in this first
book-length study in English on the subjects what a potentially
rich one it is. He investigates what he terms the configurations of
the city, not so much (lcity literature" per se, but the city as
imagined in literary (mainly narrative fiction, plus a poem and a
play) and filmic texts from the 1890s to the
early 1940s. Configurations, as he defines
them, refer first of all to the images of the city
as inscribed on the textual level, but also on a
deeper level to the “cognitive，perceptual, and
conceptual apparatuses that are operative in
the process of inscribing the city in and
through the text. His method is to excavate
specific “figures” of space, time， and gender
beneath the surface of various disparate
selected texts through the process of close
reading. These texts range from fam iliar
works by established writers to others which
have been considered to be, if not dismissed
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as, “merely” popular and largely bypassed in literary historywhile the degree of “closeness” in Zhang，s encounters with the
texts may vary widely—at times he does not go much beyond
giving a summary account of their plots—his readings yield
many original insights. His mapping or reading of the ancient
capital of Beijing and of the “illegible” metropolis of Shanghai，
two cities often seen as antithetical to each other in the cultural
imagination, uncovers many of the ambivalences, the tensions,
and most particularly the ideological and moral dilemmas facing
the writer—and they continue to resonate today—as China has
found itself caught in the uncertain transition from tradition to
modernity.
Zhang begins, however, with a consideration of examples
of fiction on the small town. The contrast between Lu Xun’s
Luzhen and Shen Congwen^ Border Town is instructive, but the
m ajor part of C hapter Two is devoted to Shi Tuo’s
Guoyuancheng j i (Stories about orchard town) a collection
written between 1938 and 1946, unique for featuring the small
town itse lf as the central protagonist, presented as the
embodiment of a set of mentalities typical of small towns in
China. Due to his non- or pre-ideologized stance, the author
here, according to Zhang, can be seen as an ethnographer,
rather than, as in so many May Fourth writers, a social critic. On
the other hand ， Zhang’s analysis of Shi Tuo’s strategic
positioning of the narrator, an urban intellectual who returns to
visit his hometown (a conspicuous and recurring image in
modern Chinese literature), with his shifting of outside/inside,
past/present, often contending perspectives, indicates that in
narrative practice, the ethnographic perspective need not be a
“detached” or “objective” one. The conceptual schema—more
specifically, the configurations of space, time, and gender
applied here—provides the analytical framework for the main
body of the book to follow.
The first of the two chapters on Beijing begins with four
early twentieth-century novels, the earliest one being Jinghua
yanshi [Amorous stories of Beijing], an unfinished work from
1905 by an unidentified author. It also discusses much better
known works by Lao She and Zhang Henshui, to show how the
“imageability” of the city is not just a matter of highlighting
physical elements and landmarks but of “mentally mapping” the
city from a ground-level perspective of its ordinary residents
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while emphasizing their intimate relationship with the place.
Time seems to be of less consequence here than space, nature,
the close network of human relations, the ritualization of
behavior, the dominance of rural values, and, among the gentry,
leisure, and the “aesthetic of life.” Several novels of Lao She, a
writer whom one associates above all with the city of Beijing (just
as Dickens is associated with London and Dostoevsky with St.
Petersburg), are discussed as exemplifications of this traditional
side of the ancient city.
But however apparently anchored in age-old traditions the
city may be in the cultural imagination, these traditions are
increasingly eroded and threatened by the processes of
modernization, giving rise to Chinese-Western, moral-sexual,
rural-urban conflicts, and it is the resultant ambivalences that are
focused in the following chapter on narratives by Lao She and
Zhang Henshui. From this point of view, Lao She is not the
cultural conservative that certain critics have made him out to
be, but like so many contemporary intellectuals, finds himself
caught between tradition and modernity. As Zhang analyzes the
story of Luotuo Xiangzi in Lao She’s famous novel as an
example of moral-sexual conflict, the image of Beijing becomes
more problematic. The narrative about the country boy who
comes to the city in the hopes of realizing his dreams of “making
i f through his own hard work and moral integrity but ends up a
captive of sexual depravity, concludes with a vision of Beijing in
the heat of summer; filthy, corrupt, and utterly indifferent to his
tragic downfall. Since Zhang states at the beginning that he is
concerned to examine narrative strategies, I would like to add
that what further intensifies the novels textual ambivalence is
the fluctuating relationship between the narrator and protagonist
as the narration, in following the almost step-by-step mental
processes of Xiangzi's decline and fall, constantly alternates
between attitudes of detached irony and em pathetic
understanding.
The conflict between tradition and modernity is greatly
sharpened when Zhang’s study moves to Shanghai， a city
apparently cut off from the past. Temporal configurations
dom inate as modern urbanites try to read the “ illegible
metropolis，” the primary symbol of modernity in China. Zhang
illustrates this in his reading of texts from the 1890s to the
1940s, including the 1937 film Yasui qian [A New Year's coin] in
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which the sense of insecurity, uncertainty, and unpredictability is
conveyed through the “temporalization of space” with the
camera following one character after another and providing a
ground-level view of disconnected fragmentary impressions.
Mao Dun's 1933 novel Ziye [Midnight] provides a more coherent
panorama of Shanghai through its survey of crucial social issues
and the unifying consciousness of the urban capitalist Wu Sunfu.
Most particularly the city is translated into a readable text with
women and money configured as both objects of desire and
agents of destruction. The close connection between
speculation and prostitution is further dramatized in Cao Yu's
1936 play Richu [Sunrise], and speculation itself becomes a
form of prostitution in Shi Tuo's novel Jiehun [Marriage] over a
decade later.
The Shanghai writers of the 1920s and 1930s that have
been labeled xiandai pai [modernists] or xin ganjue pai [new
perceptionists] produced a totally new perspective on the
experience of urban modernity. Liu Na'ou's 1928 story Liu
[Flow] in which the “protagonist’s experience of time and space
is articulated in an unstable cluster of floating images" seems to
capture the essence of “new perception” in its very title. As
Zhang goes on to discuss the “phantasmagoria” in fiction by Mu
Shiying and Shi Zhecun, supplemented by a fine reading of Dai
Wangshu’s poem “The Alley in the Rain,” he shows how the
figure of the passing, the imagined, the unknown, or the absent
woman， which both fosters and frustrates the experience of “thrill
and carnal intoxication,” becomes an effective strategy for
emphasizing the impossibility of love, the sense of randomness
and chance, and the loneliness and pessimism that are
characteristic of the urban experience. Figuring out modern
women and the city then becomes Zhang’s main topic in the
remaining two chapters.
Zhang selects three silent films from 1930 to 1934 as
examples of shifting cinematic configurations of the "modern
woman” against Shanghai, the site of converging but contending
discourses and values. He makes the useful observation that
while the mode of producing women changes, these films also
point to the accommodation of leftist ideologies that will redefine
modern women as subordinates of men, in that the devaluation
and displacement of love and aesthetics in favor of revolution
and national salvation means that the new woman will need to
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be “m asculinized”一 speak, think, and act like men-to be
configured in a positive way. These silent films may be said to
anticipate later parallel developments in literature.
Zhang concludes his discussion of the intimate relationship
between woman and city in male urban imaginations through his
readings of three novels by Ye Lingfeng and Xu Xu from the
early 1930s to the mid-1940s. Although successful and popular
in their day, these are two “liberal” （i.e.， non-leftist) writers that
have not received much critical attention or even been accepted
in the historiography of modem Chinese literature. In their
fictional texts the city itself is gendered as a masked and
mysterious woman, her "absence" the site for the projection of
male fantasies.
For a new vision or a re-vision of the city, Zhang considers
five women writers of the 1920s and 1930s, a large topic which
he attempts to cover in a mere twenty-two pages. While he
points out that their “feminine quality” accounts in part for their
exclusion from the dominant leftist ideology, Zhang's own
treatment could go further in order to do full justice to the
complexities of the various “female visions of the modem city.”
His observations on the city as an imagined space of love and
fulfillm ent in Feng Yuanjun, as a trivial backdrop for the
frustrations of the pessimistic, bored, and cynical modern wife in
Chen Ying， or as a bleak and desolate place for Lu Yin’s
emotionally tormented female characters are to the point, but do
not probe very deeply into the conflicts and tensions within
women’s writings. For women of the period the modernizing city
may have been envisioned as a realm of possibilities in the
struggle to be free from the traditional patriarchal order and
reach for a higher level of existence, but it soon turned out to be
dominated by “modem” males and a hostile environment of
entrapment and despair. This double-edged relationship
between woman and city becomes the source of much
ambivalence.
When turning to Eileen Chang, Zhang makes some telling
points on the city as fallen civilization in the dark worldview
presented in her “Qingcheng zhi lian” [Love in a fallen city,
1943]. The deliberate unraveling and trivialization of modern city
life in her works pose a distinctly feminine challenge to the
rational and political pretensions of male-centered conventions
of historiography. The less known Su Qing in her heavily
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autobiographical novel Jiehurt shinian [Ten years of marriage,
1944] and its sequel Lihurt hou [Divorced, 1947] focus on
gender-specific issues while problematizing them. Both writers
critique patriarchal ideology and institutions through the figure of
the divorcee as a model for modern woman.
Since Zhang’s book is a path-breaking study that must
bring in a large number of literary and filmic texts, including
much that is unfamiliar, it has seemed necessary to go into
some detail to indicate his diverse approaches to the range of
works he discusses. Due to the book’s broad coverage, there
are areas which understandably receive less in-depth analysis
than others. One might wish that the close reading of Dai
Wangshu’s poem “The Alley in the Rain” or the specific analysis
of visual imagery in some of the silent films, for example, could
have been carried out on more of the other texts. While the
investigation of the city through the configurations of space,
time, and gender provides an effective framework for the entire
study, it does not take into sufficient account the question of
gender in the “mapping of the ancient capital of Beijing.” Zhang’s
argument that the woman is "the very ground of representation,
of textual production, of narrative construction, of the modern
city” is excellent and persuasive. But is not her enigmatic
character also due to the ambiguous space she had occupied in
the traditional city to begin with? Inevitably there remain issues
that need to be explored further but Zhang’s book with its
radically new perspective and illuminating insights has made a
very significant contribution to studies of the country-city
problematic so central to our understanding of modern China.
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